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The University of Dayton

News Release
March 10, 1992
Contact: Dick Kubik

SPARROWS OUTFOX ELECTRONIC
DOORS, REPORTS UD BIOLOGIST

DAYTON, Ohio -- The much-maligned house sparrow is
apparently a pretty smart cookie, according to a University of
Dayton biologist and ornithologist.
At least that would seem to be the case with some that
Randall J. Breitwisch, assistant professor of biology at UD, saw
while attending an international conference on birds in New
Zealand.
It seems that while standing at the main bus station in
Hamilton, New Zealand, in December, 1990, Breitwisch and his wife
witnessed an amazing display of intelligence on the part of some
sparrows at the station.
Quite simply, the birds had learned how to open the
electronic sliding doors of the station so they could fly ~n and
out and forage for food scraps in the station.
Writing in the December, 1991 issue of the Wilson Bulletin,
Breitwisch and his wife reported how they had seen house sparrows
open the electronic doors not once or twice but 16 times in 45
minutes.
The doors had two glass panes that slid past one another
whenever someone appeared before the small sensor box attached.
The sparrows either flew slowly past the sensor, hovered in front
of it for a brief time, or landed on top and stuck their faces in
front of it to activate the mechanism.
-more-

OFFICE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS
300 College Park Dayton, Ohio 45469-1679 (513) 229-3241 FAX: (513) 229-3063

Smart sparrows:

Page 2

Once inside, they did the same thing to get back outside,
although sometimes they waited for humans to activate the sensor.
In the article, Breitwisch writes that the bus station
traffic supervisor told him the doors had been installed two
months before and that the sparrows learned how to operate the
sensor very quickly.
One reason the New Zealand sparrows may have learned how to
open the doors is that sparrows are tolerated around cafe tables
in the bus station.
"Indeed," writes Breitwisch, "they are certainly rewarded
for their predisposition to scavenge crumbs from table tops and
the floor beneath the tables ••• sparrows had been flying through
the open sw1.ng1.ng doors before the sliding doors were installed."
He theorizes the sparrows might have learned how to operate
the sensor in two ways.
"First, the flashing red light (of the sensor) may have
become associated with the door sliding open and attracted a
sparrow to the sensor. Then random movement would have yielded
the reward and perhaps a single sparrow learned the association
between its position in front of the sensor and the opening of
the door.
"Alternatively, the sensor may have been approached simply
as an appropriate, convenient perch. Once again, random movement
may have then led to activation of the door and associative
learning. Other sparrows may well have acquired the door-opening
behavior through observational learning."
Breitwisch concludes by urging further research on learning
and problem-solving by house sparrows.
-30For interviews, call Randall Breitwisch at (513) 229-2504.

